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Chapter One

	 

	 

	LIKE THE HOT potato under the mare’s tail, the incident was trivial in itself, but the results it sparked aboard H.M.A. Destroyer Wind Rode were not.

	As reported earlier in these chronicles of Lieutenant-Commander Peter Bentley and his old but spunky destroyer, Sub-Lieutenant Hanson was a long, thin man with a long, thin nose, and even with rather long, thin hair. This last appurtenance was sandy in colour, a shade which could be identified at any time by the few straggly strands of it that poked down below the edge of his cap.

	He had a solemn, anxious face and wistful eyes like a questioning spaniel. His solemnity and anxiety were definitely caused by his lack of sea experience and seamanship knowledge; the reason for his spaniel look was not so obvious. It will be easiest to charge his mother with that responsibility.

	Lieutenant-Commander Bentley knew that appearances are sometimes deceptive, and now and again when he had nothing better to do, and he gazed at his sub-lieutenant, Bentley found himself hoping that the old saw was true in this case. So far little had happened to turn his hope into conviction.

	Hanson had not yet committed any serious breaches, because in the order of things naval he was almost constantly under experienced supervision. Also in the order of things naval was the fact that a captain must be constantly planning ahead to allow for every possible contingency: so that Peter Bentley sometimes wondered how Sub-Lieutenant Hanson would conduct himself if ever it came about that he were in command of the ship, alone on the bridge, with his experienced supervision down in the wardroom or in the first-lieutenant’s cabin.

	At the moment it seemed unlikely that Bentley would have his wonderings enlightened. Wind Rode was steaming across a peaceful sea, on her own—though, as the sea which bore her long low length was named The Mediterranean, it was perfectly possible that she might not be alone for long.

	However, at this moment of a humid afternoon, she was alone. And with no specific duty to perform. She had been ordered to sea by the senior officer of her destroyer flotilla to carry out a routine sweep, the object of her orders being to nose around and see what she could see in the way of enemy movements, trusting to her speed to get her out of trouble if she should be so unfortunate as to sight any of his cruisers or battleships.

	Her other object was to engage and sink any enemy craft of her own weight—but she did not need senior-officer orders for that.

	The whole ship was a scene of quiet efficiency and contentment. The flat, polished Mediterranean, gleaming like bronze under the cloud-filtered rays of the afternoon sun came steadily on to meet Wind Rode’s sharp stem, parted and shone suddenly white, and slid with casual indifference out again from under her stern.

	For a mile or so back, the road of the destroyer’s passage marked the face of the sea; then the vast breathing swell smoothed out this insignificant scar, and the empty sea stretched far back to the even weld of sky and water.

	A seaman in overalls stepped carefully over the foot-high coaming leading from the fo’c’sle mess-deck, a bucket of dirty scrubbing water in his right hand. He stood a moment on the steel upper-deck near the port sea boat, breathing appreciatively.

	The sweat glistened in globules on his brown face. He looked up at the brown haze streaming flat from the funnel-lip, noted that it was carried over his head, and walked to the nearby guard-rail. He swung the solid, heavy bucket up and pitched its contents into the sea.

	For a moment he watched, idly, the brown stain drifting down the ship’s side, tossed and shredded by the toppling bow-wave—there was nothing else on all the sea to look at. Then he blew his nose over the side, wiped it with his bare brown forearm, and, whistling monotonously, stepped back into the humid half-light whence he’d come.

	Further forrard, and above the first seaman, up where the steel ladder mounted to the break of the fo’c’sle, another seaman sat in the middle of a large canvas-covered Carley float, poised on its latticed launching platform directly below the bridge.

	He was smoking; or, rather, had a lighted cigarette in his mouth, its ash half an inch long. He, too, had little interest in the bronze sea about him or the hot, cloud-piled sky above him; he was bent forward, his fingers twisting and forcing nimbly, splicing new handlines on the outer edge of the life-saving Carley float.

	Now and again he removed his cigarette and spat out the accumulated spittle. Invariably, before he spat, he looked up at the bridge above him—partly through a respectful delicacy, partly because the captain did not like spitting in his ship, although no man had been actually punished for it. And invariably, before he resumed work after spitting, he glanced casually ahead, in an embracing and automatic gesture, just to make sure that the empty sea was still empty.

	A few feet above the diligent splicer Sub-Lieutenant Hanson paced the bridge and stared dutifully out across the sea each time he made his turn. This afternoon-watch Hanson was on his own—he had the ship, with the captain in his sea cabin, the first-lieutenant on some inspection of his own on the quarterdeck mess-deck, and the rest of Wind Rode’s executive officers, off-duty, with their minds as far as possible away from the bridge.

	Though he would never admit it, not even to himself, Hanson was quite happy about the cloudy sky. The sun was hidden, and he was not yet completely proficient in taking navigational sights. It did not occur to his young and lazy mind that proficiency comes with practice ...

	He stopped his walk behind the binnacle, pulling at his long nose with his thumb and forefinger, and climbed leisurely on to the scrubbed wooden grating surrounding it—leisurely, because the sub-lieutenant had to prove to the bosun’s mate, the signalman and the torpedoman on the depth-charge release levers, that he was quite comfortable in his job as officer of the watch.

	He was, this afternoon. On all sides the horizon wheeled round the ship in an uninterrupted circle; there was little he had to do but watch the course, keep a good lookout, see that the search radar was operating, and mark on the white chart with a black cross every fifteen minutes the ship’s estimated position by dead reckoning.

	Hanson noted that the helmsman was dead on course, waited a moment to see it was not accidental, then walked to the fore windbreak. He leaned his arms on the grey-painted copper, arching his back luxuriously, and staring dreamily at the hypnotic effect of calm, gleaming sea coming steadily on to meet the ship’s stern.

	Then he straightened his negligent posture abruptly, and stood erect, his hands clasped behind his back, his legs straddled to meet Wind Rode’s slight roll. He was on the bridge, and Lieutenant-Commander Bentley had intimated to him once how he expected his officers to comport themselves while on watch. Once had been enough.

	The unwelcome injection of the captain’s image into Hanson’s vacant mind started a train of thought, dutiful thought.

	He remembered clearly that paragraph in the seamanship manual which told its aspiring students that the officer of the watch had full control of the ship while he was on duty—subject always, of course, to the captain’s Standing Orders and his requirement that he must know any untoward alteration of course.

	And so Sub-Lieutenant Hanson’s disengaged mind began to think along leisurely lines of what he could do to discharge the power now vested in him. Something nice and uncomplicated, through which he could get into no trouble himself, and yet which would at the same time exemplify his zeal to those senior officers most likely to reward him for it.

	He turned and looked aft, and his roving eye fell upon the port sea boat. And at once he knew what he wanted to do. He turned to the bosun’s mate and ordered:

	“Exercise lifeboat’s crew!”

	In his unaccustomed role of zealous disciplinarian, Hanson’s voice was deliberately snappy—the words were rapped out. Now the word “exercise” takes some saying clearly at any time; when it is bitten out abruptly, and spoken from one side of the bridge to where the bosun’s mate was lounging on the other, the word is barely recognisable. But there were two things which registered plainly enough on the messenger’s mind—the words “lifeboat’s crew” and the urgency in the voice which uttered them.

	The urgency of the words communicated themselves to the bosun’s mate’s intelligence. He whipped out his pipe and leaped for the bridge ladder, and he was blowing a piercing cadence on his pipe and bellowing before he hit the foot of the ladder.

	Pleasantly surprised at the immediate reaction to his order, Hanson wandered to the rear of the bridge to see how quickly his testing order would be carried out. He was not disappointed.

	Almost before he reached his vantage point above the sea boat there was a flurry of running men about it. It is doubtful if in all the pipes carried out aboard a ship at sea there is one which commands such instant reaction, and jumps the heart so abruptly, as the pipe “Away lifeboat’s crew!” And that was what the hurrying bosun’s mate was piping.

	“Liberty men to clean,” or “All watches of the hands fall in,” or even “Hands will go to action stations in five minutes’ time,” are routine pipes, which you obey quickly enough. But the lifeboat being called away, as opposed to a motorboat or a sea boat, means only one thing—one of your shipmates has gone overboard. And the irrevocable order when that call is piped requires every man, no matter what his branch or job, to get into the sea boat just as quickly as his legs will allow him.

	So Sub-Lieutenant Hanson was not disappointed in the result of his casual intention to exercise the boat.

	He watched a huge leading-seaman leap from the deck into the boat in two jumps and grab for the tiller; he heard him exhorting the others to hurry, as he cast his stare out over the guiltless sea, searching for the unfortunate and involuntary swimmer.

	Then Hanson saw the massive figure of Hooky Walker, the chief bosun’s mate, come racing along the deck and, with one jerk of his steel hook, bring down the rope fall from the reel on the superstructure opposite the boat.

	Hanson smiled in appreciation, and then he wiped the smile from his fair young face—he was the officer who had ordered this, and his job was to watch with an eagle eye and note the faults of the men working down there below him at their urgent task.

	He saw the gripes knocked off the boat, and saw it sway outboard as the securing ropes let go; he saw the big leading-seaman bend down, do something with his right hand, come upright and shout, “Plug’s in!”

	And then he saw Hooky Walker, with another petty-officer on the other fall, begin to lower the boat towards the water creaming past at twenty knots below it.

	Up till this time Sub-Lieutenant Hanson had felt an inward glow, caused by the realisation that he was part of this snap-second efficiency—not more than ten seconds had passed since the bosun’s mate’s first pipe. He was more than part of it—he was the tip of the pyramid, the officer who had ordered it, who would later pronounce upon the efficiency of the exercise.

	But as he saw the boat begin to lower, he began to think that the leading-seaman in the boat, and Hooky Walker paying out the falls, were taking things a bit too realistically. If by some accident of urgency the dropping gear were slipped, the boat would drop into the water, and if dropped into the water while the ship was doing twenty knots, there most certainly would be one boat upended end for end, and possibly a few broken arms or legs.

	His mouth was open to yell when he heard a voice behind him on the bridge, brisk and competent and demanding.

	“Where is he? Stop both engines! You there—up aloft in the crow’s nest! Find him and keep him in sight!”

	And with the advent of that commanding voice on the bridge, all the simple pleasure Sub-Lieutenant Hanson had been deriving from his little exercise evaporated with something the same speed as a slight fog in Hades.

	He swung round, to meet the intent stare of his captain.

	“Where is he?” Bentley snapped, while he leaned sideways to the binnacle, feeling for his binoculars slung on their strap around it.

	“He—he—” Hanson gulped, and he saw two thin lines furrow themselves vertically above Bentley’s nose. “There’s nobody overboard, sir. It’s—it’s for exercise.”

	Bentley opened his tight lips as he received this explanation. Then he shut his mouth without speaking and leaped for the rear end of the bridge.

	“Avast lowering below!”

	The commanding bellow soared high above Hooky’s undulcet exhortations to lower faster. The weather beaten chief stared up and saw the captain staring down.

	Hooky’s bewilderment was understandable. Earlier, he had glimpsed the face of the officer of the watch watching their haste from the bridge; then he had heard the engine-room bells, and had felt the vibration of the ship lessening as she slowed—preparatory to dropping the boat into the water, of course. He did not know that Bentley had stopped the engines to prevent the screws slicing up the man overboard.

	Hooky craned his head back so that his neck muscles ridged over his collar and answered crisply, even through his surprise.

	“Avast lowering aye, aye, sir!”

	“Get those men out of the boat. Up the lifelines,” Bentley ordered. “Then secure the boat for sea.”

	“Aye, aye, sir,” Hooky repeated. It was an embracing reply, that one of hoary tradition.

	The lowerers had already ceased paying out on the falls, and the boat was hanging in mid-air, swaying with the roll of the ship, with all faces in it turned up to Hooky on the bridge.

	Hooky gave his orders, and turns were taken with the falls round the cleats. Then he swung round to the bosun’s mate, who, his part of the job done, was watching with interest.

	“You piped ‘Away lifeboat’s crew’?” Hooky glowered at the youth.

	“Yes, Chief,” he answered confidently. “Officer of the watch’s orders. What’s up now?”

	Hooky ignored the quest for information.

	“I didn’t imagine you thought of it all by yourself,” he growled. “You’re sure he ordered that pipe?”

	“Of course, Chief. It don’t sound like ‘Out all offal,’ now does it?”

	Hooky quelled that facetiousness with a look.

	“Pipe ‘Clear lower-deck, up sea boat’,” he ordered. “Then report back to the bridge. And smack it about!”

	Secure in what he imagined to be his innocence, the bosun’s mate went hurrying on his way, the shrill cadence of his pipe fading aft towards the quarterdeck.

	It needed less than his own vast experience to tell Hooky things were tense on the bridge when he climbed the ladder and stepped on to the holy of holies. The captain was over against the starb’d side, and he was speaking forcefully to the officer of the watch. He swung round when he heard footsteps, and spoke at once, as though he knew it would be the chief bosun’s mate.

	“Over here, Buffer.”

	Hooky crossed quickly, with the rest of the bridge team trying hard and unsuccessfully to give the impression they were concerned only with the normal running of the ship.

	“Why did you lower the sea boat?” Bentley asked, without preamble.

	“Because I heard the lifeboat piped away, sir,” Hooky answered as quickly.

	“The lifeboat was not piped away!” Hanson spoke quickly and jerkily, before Bentley could comment. “It was piped for exercise only.”

	“For exercise?” Hooky stared at him blankly. 

	“The lifeboat for exercise, sir? But the lifeboat’s never piped for exercise. It’s always the sea boat. When it’s lifeboat away, that means someone’s over the side.”

	Hooky stopped, realising he was giving an officer a lesson in elementary seamanship and officer of the watch duties. He had been forced into it by this revelation of stupidity and ignorance which had shocked his seaman’s heart.

	“Precisely,” Bentley agreed crisply. “All right, Buffer, look after the boat.”

	“Aye, aye, sir,” Hooky answered formally, and clumped back and down the ladder.

	Bentley turned to the waiting Hanson. The officer’s face was white, and his mouth was a straight line. His idle ‘exercise’ had mistimed—he would be the laughing stock of the ship’s company. Bentley realised this. His voice was controlled and even, more explanatory than admonitory.

	“Remember that, Sub. A lifeboat is never piped away for exercise. Exercise the sea boat as often as you like. Understand?”

	“Yes, sir.” The voice was just edging on anger. “But I told the bosun’s mate to pipe it for exercise, sir. I’ll see him when he gets back.”

	“The bosun’s mate assumed it was the real thing,” Bentley said sharply. “In any case it was your duty to give the correct order, not the bosun’s mate to interpret your intentions!”

	“Yes, sir.”

	“All right, then.” The incident was finished as far as the captain was concerned. “We’ll alter course ten degrees to the westward at three o’clock.”

	“Ten degrees to the westward. Aye, aye, sir.”

	Bentley went below to his sea-cabin. The boat was hoisted and snugged in with the gripes. The ship returned to normalcy.

	 

	Leading-Seaman Billson was noted mainly for his size. The size of his body. This was in inverse proportion to the cranial capacity of his skull, which organ, though certainly thick enough to resist the most hardened assaults upon it in a merry bar room, precluded that cerebral development which might have lifted him up from the lowest ranks of promotion.

	It is doubtful if he would ever have reached even the rank of leading-seaman had it not been for two facts—his size ensured that his slightest order was obeyed instantly and without thought of argument: and, secondly, he was a wizard at splicing even the toughest wire-rope, even mine-sweeping wire, and was a natural seaman. So long as Leading-Seaman Billson’s mental powers were not called upon to play any part in an operation, he could be described as a taut hand.

	So that when he received the message to report to Sub-Lieutenant Hanson’s cabin after four o’clock tea that afternoon, the limited ramifications of his cerebral matter could conceive of no other reason for the summons other than that he was to be complimented on his prompt manning of the lifeboat.

	He rolled along the deck and lumbered down the wardroom ladder, jumping on to the deck from the second-last step with something of the reverberating effect of a dropped 44-gallon drum of oil. He saw Hooky about to knock on the cabin door, and his big homely face cracked its leathery covering in a wide grin.

	“Hyah, Chief. We was pretty nifty with the boat, eh?”

	“Yeah,” Hooky growled, “and now comes the payoff.” He tapped with his steel hand on the wood.

	“Come in,” snapped a young voice from inside.

	Chief Petty-Officer Walker, the man responsible for Wind Rode’s seamanship efficiency, and one-time shipmate of Sub-Lieutenant Bentley, had been many years at sea. He had also, it follows, served with many types of officer, and he knew perfectly well why he had been sent for now by a sub-lieutenant.

	Hooky had been at sea when Hanson was still in triangular trousers, and he had no intention of being bawled out for something which was neither fault nor concern of his. He had decided what his plan of campaign would be—it did not, of course, envisage a complaint to the captain of unfair treatment. Hanson was not significant enough for that.

	“Yes, sir?” Hooky said respectfully and efficiently, and stood just inside the door, which he had closed after them.

	Hanson did not look up. He was writing on the top sheet of a pile of papers, and he kept on doing that, his brow corrugated as if the next operation of the Commander-in-Chief depended on his sifting of these top-secret documents.

	Hooky stood there, waiting. He did not mind. He knew that Hanson was working on a list of wardroom stores, for Hanson was the mess secretary, keeping the accounts. Hooky knew why the officer kept on working, and he consoled himself with the thought that he had been kept waiting by better men than this. So long as he was awake up to Hanson’s intention, it could not ruffle him. It merely made him feel slightly sorry for the gangly youth.

	Beside him Billson shuffled his big feet and twisted the cap in his hand. He, at least, was impressed by the importance of work from which the officer could hardly spare a moment to congratulate them.

	Then Hanson pushed away the sheet he had been working on, abruptly pulled it back again for further scrutiny, and then finally discarded it. He turned his head slightly and looked up at them.

	“You took your time getting here,” he snapped as an opener.

	“The message I received was to report to you at four o’clock, sir,” Hooky answered calmly. “It is now two minutes past four, sir. We have been in your cabin for that time.”

	Hanson glowered fiercely at him.

	“You’ll keep a civil tongue in your head, Walker!”

	“Yes, sir,” Hooky said in his earlier tone. “My name is Chief Petty-Officer Walker, sir. Especially in front of junior ratings, sir.”

	Hanson’s mouth opened. His eyes caught Hooky’s, level and steady. He shut his mouth and contented himself with looking fierce. Then he swung and transferred his attack to the more amenable Billson.

	“You!” he rasped, omitting Billson’s name because he knew he would have to address him as “leading-seaman,” and thus admit that he had been in the wrong earlier with Hooky. “What the devil d’you mean by having the lifeboat lowered?”

	Billson’s generous mouth dropped until it formed a fairly round and very large O. He had not expected this. It called for thought, even quick thought, and to Billson’s big and minutely-filled head the call went in vain. He swallowed.

	“I ordered the boat lowered, sir,” Hooky answered for him, keeping his voice calm and respectful, keeping to his plan of campaign.

	“I wasn’t speaking to you,” the waspish voice told him.

	“No, sir. Just the same, I ordered the boat lowered.”

	“Oh, you did, eh? Why? D’you think you run the upper-deck?”

	“No, sir. That is, I do, sir, under the first-lieutenant. As for lowering the boat, when I hear a lifeboat piped away I don’t have to wait for lowering orders, sir.”

	“The lifeboat wasn’t piped away!” Hanson heaved back his chair and rose to his lanky length before them. His mouth was a thin white gash in his angry face. “My orders were for exercise. That doesn’t mean the boat is lowered at all, let alone into the sea at twenty knots! Where the blazes did you learn your seamanship?”

	Hooky’s walnut-coloured face was still calm; inside a slow anger began to burn. He ignored the sneer at the end of Hanson’s speech.

	“When I was ready to slip the boat, sir, the engines had stopped. It would have been quite safe to drop her. And, as I said before, the boat was lowered because it was a lifeboat.” He paused for a fraction, and then added, prompted by the anger in his guts, “As I told the captain on the bridge, sir.”

	“Exactly!” Hanson snarled. “As you told the Captain. The bosun’s mate makes a cock of my order, and you jump in and help a hell of a lot with your big mouth!”

	“Sir!” The word rapped out, barked in a voice that had drilled a hundred gun-crews and out-shouted ocean gales. Hanson’s head jerked up as if Hooky had chucked him under his receding chin. He stared into a pair of eyes which bored back into his, with a light of cold appraisal that made him swallow and lower his head.

	“You will not speak to me like that, sir. At any time, let alone before a junior rating. And if you’d like the captain’s opinion on it, sir. I’ll be in that, too.”

	Hanson looked up at his face, then down again. Hooky felt suddenly angry—with himself. He had not intended to let himself go like that, not with a kid still

	
	
	
	
cover.jpeg
NA\AI WARFARE COMES TO LIFE “llll

\h\(.l)()s\‘s\‘ELL

7= THE WEAK LINK





images/image-1.jpeg
] E MACDONNELL

THE
WEAK LINK

IIIIIIIIII
IIIIIIIIII






images/image.jpeg
=\

PIC&:ADILLY
PUBLISHING






